Too much planning may lead to chaos
Introduction
The Mintzberg and Waters (1985) image of the strategy process, as well as the many case studies that have been conducted (Burgelman 1983a,b,c; Grinyer and Spender 1979; Hinings and Greenwood 1988; Johnson 1987; Pettigrew 1985a; Quinn 1980; Stein 1993; Sminia 1994; Whipp and Clark 1986), all indicate that strategic management rarely conforms to the ideal of rational decision-making and subsequent planned change. A large achievement of these research efforts has been to refute earlier assumptions about how the strategy plannning process was thought to take place as a linear progression from initial aspiration to final result. Instead, these extensive descriptions resulted in an understanding of strategy formation as a complex and meandering process. It has even been suggested that, although the strategy process may include strategic decision-making as an activity, it is too limited as a representation of the full strategy formation process. Strategy formation, it has been suggested, needs to be seen as a process of change instead (Chia 1994; Hendry 2000; Langley et al. 1995; Laroche 1995; Mintzberg et al. 1990).
Literature Review
Does this mean that we are in a position now that allows us to understand fully the strategy formation process and explain how and why a particular strategy has been realized? A number of reviews and overviews of this subfield are available (Eisenhardt and Zbaracki 1992; Elbanna 2006; Hutschenreuter and Kleindienst 2006; Mintzberg 1990a; Mintzberg et al. 1998; Pettigrew et al. 2002). Looking at these, there appear to be many ways of understanding the process and explaining the outcome. Mintzberg (1990a; Mintzberg et al. 1998) offers no less than ten schools of thought on the matter. The first three, which he refers to as being prescriptive, are the design school, the planning school and the positioning school. They share a representation of strategy process as rational decision-making. To describe the remaining descriptive schools of thought, he distinguishes between strategy formation as a visionary process, a cognitive process, a learning process, a political process, a cultural process, a process driven by environmental pressures and a process that involves skipping between configurations. The implication is that a strategy formation researcher has to choose which school of thought is going to inform the project with the findings conforming

to the school of thought that has been chosen. On a more general level, a distinction has been made between four types of process theories – a life cycle, a teleological, a dialectical and an evolutionary model – with each one again leading to a very distinct account of a strategy formation process (Garud and Van de Ven 2002; Poole et al. 2000; Van de Ven 1992; Van de Ven and Poole 1995).

However, judging from what has made it into the strategy textbooks, there appears to be a choice between only two perspectives. There are those who acknowledge that rational decision-making is an ideal type of process but see it as a benchmark and expect management somehow to mould their activities accordingly (e.g. Barney and Hesterly 2008; Grant 2007), while others offer a more descriptive understanding of the process (e.g. Johnson et al. 2008; Mintzberg et al. 2003). In the latter case, as a common denominator, strategy formation came to be seen as a process of ‘punctuated equilibrium’ (Romanelli and Tushman 1994), with longer periods of slow incremental change, during which the overall organization-level interpretative scheme remains intact, alternated

with short but radical shifts when the organizations’ more fundamental core assumptions become subject to change.
Case Studies
Andrew Pettigrew’s seminal work on ICI (Pettigrew 1985a) introduced the contextualist

approach to the study of strategy formation. The roots of this approach can be found in his earlier studies of strategic decision-making (Pettigrew 1973, 1979). The initial purpose of the ICI study had been to explain the different fortunes of Organization Development initiatives within the various divisions of ICI, but it became a more general study of strategic change, aimed at explaining why similar change initiatives met with such dissimilar outcomes. The then current theories of organizational change were criticized as being ahistorical, aprocesual and acontextual (Pettigrew 1985a,b, 1990). Indeed, the explanation was found in the context, the process and the history of ICI.

This distinct approach to strategic management research formed the foundation for the Centre

for Corporate Strategy and Change (CCSC) at the University of Warwick. Subsequent research

projects in firm competitiveness dealt with the question of why firms in similar circumstances

met with different levels of success and whether this was due to the manner in which they had dealt with change (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991) while a study of the British National Health Service (NHS) focused on the question of why change processes varied between localities dealing with the same issue or between different issues at the same locality (Pettigrew et al. 1992). More recently, CCSC was involved in a worldwide research project on innovative forms of organizing (Pettigrew

and Fenton 2000; Pettigrew et al. 2003; Whittington et al. 1999).
Conclusion
This apparent discord among strategy process views in the leading textbooks is indicative of

a persistent problem with strategy formation research (Chakravarthy and White 2002; Elbanna 2006; Mintzberg 1990; Mintzberg et al. 1998; Pettigrew 1992; Pettigrew et al. 2002; Whipp

1996). On the one hand, although strategy process research has led to a variety of accounts

that describe how and why firms have arrived at a particular strategy, little reference is made

to questions of whether this was the right strategy for the firm, how a possibly better strategy could have been realized, or to put it briefly, how actually to perform strategic management in the best way possible. In other words, the findings in strategy process research have been too descriptive. On the other hand, a representation of strategy formation as a process of rational decision-making fits very well with strategy content research, assuming as it does that it provides strategists with

the means and the information with which strategic decisions can be made. Although it is difficult to dispute rational decision-making as a benchmark against which the quality of a strategy formation process can be judged, empirical research indicates that it appears to be virtually impossible to put into practice.
